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More than 28 years after his death in Bolivia, the legendary Latin American revolutionary, Ernesto
"Che" Guevara, is once again the center of international attention. By revealing the site where
Guevara was buried, a Bolivian military officer broke what had been the Bolivian's army's best
kept secret since Guevara was captured and executed in 1967. Now Cuban authorities, Bolivian
President Sanchez de Lozada, and Guevara's relatives will all be involved in determining where
Che's body will remain. The Argentine-born Guevara is probably the most revered hero of the
Cuban revolution and an idol to succeeding generations of Latin American youth. A giant portrait
of the doctor, who fought alongside Fidel Castro in the Sierra Maestra, adorns a ministry building
overlooking Havana's huge Plaza de la Revolucion.
Following the victory of Castro's forces, Guevara served in the new Cuban government, but left
in 1965 to spread his message of a Latin American revolution. Guevara spent nine months in the
mountains of Bolivia but was never able to ignite a successful insurrection among the Bolivian
campesinos. He was captured on Oct. 8, 1967, by Bolivian military and agents of the US Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) and executed the following day.
Since Guevara's death, Cuban authorities have requested to have his remains returned, but until
now successive Bolivian governments have steadfastly maintained that they did not know the
exact location of the body. "They wanted to erase a symbol," the Cuban authorities said on various
occasions, referring to the attempts by the Bolivian army to remove all traces of the guerrilla leader.
In late November, after more than a quarter century, a Bolivian military officer who participated
in the capture of Guevara and in his execution the following day told a reporter for the New York
Times that Che is buried in the town of Vallegrande, a town of about 6,000 located 770 km southeast
of La Paz in the department of Santa Cruz.
Retired Gen. Mario Vargas Salinas said he was making public the burial sight because maintaining
the secrecy no longer makes any sense. "Enough time has passed, and it's time the world knows,"
Vargas Salinas told New York Times reporter Jon Lee Anderson. "Che's body is buried in a mass
grave in Vallegrande. He is buried under the airstrip."
Another military officer who was involved in the war against the guerrillas in the 1960s, retired
Gen. Gary Prado Salmon, confirmed that Che is buried in Vallegrande along with the bodies of
five other guerrillas. According to Rodolfo Saldana, a Bolivian now living in Cuba who fought with
Guevara, "A similar version circulated several years ago, but what makes this more important is
the confirmation by some of those who participated in the incident." However, on Nov. 24, Vargas
Salinas denied saying he knew where Che was buried. In a statement authorized by the military,
Vargas Salinas said he had never admitted to knowing "exactly where the guerrilla leader was
buried." After Anderson said he had tapes of the interview, and after Bolivian President Gonzalo
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Sanchez de Lozada said he was ordering troops to find the site and exhume Guevara's remains
"to give him a Catholic burial," Vargas Salinas reversed himself again and said he would assist in
locating the body.
Although this is the first time Vargas Salinas has admitted knowing where the body was buried, in
a 1987 book, he said Che was captured sick and wounded in the village of La Higuera and taken to
Vallegrande, where he was executed the following day. Earlier military accounts had said Guevara
was killed in the Nancahuazu mountains with 19 Bolivian guerrillas, 13 Cubans, three Peruvians,
and a German woman with the nom de guerre Tania.
After Che was killed, according to the accounts, he was laid out on a table in a local school and
photographed. Then, Guevara's hands were cut off to prove his identity and prevent his followers
from claiming that he was still alive. Vargas Salinas told Anderson that on Oct. 9, 1967, Argentine
experts arrived in Vallegrande to verify the identity of Guevara's body and they took with them
the guerrilla leader's hands. According to Antonio Menacho Guzman, who was an aide to former
president Rene Barrientos Ortuno, head of state of Bolivia in 1967, Che's body was then burned.
"Perhaps the fire that burned all night burned the flesh, but not the bones of Ernesto Guevara,"
said Bolivian deputy Mario Ruda Pena. "His spirit and what it represents for the utopia generation
escaped unharmed by the flames. This is evident from the present rash of international media
coverage generated by the mere possibility that those who buried him have recovered their memory
and remembered the exact spot where they buried the myth."
Bolivian lawmakers demanded that the remains of Guevara be exhumed now that the nearly three
decades of mystery over where the guerrilla leader was buried has ended. "An official state policy
should be applied to handle the return of the body to his relatives," said Guillermo Bedregal,
president of the Bolivian Chamber of Deputies. "This is a man who fought and died for his ideals."
The head of parliament's human rights commission, Juan del Granado, backed the call to find
Guevara's remains and said he would also try to find the bodies of other Cuban and Bolivian
guerrillas who were killed.
Meanwhile, the Bolivian government formed a commission to investigate the circumstances
surrounding Che's death and to coordinate efforts to locate the body. The commission includes
Defense Secretary Gen. Remberto Lopez; the secretary of internal control and police, Hugo San
Martin; and the army inspector general, Gen. Armando Balcazar. The commission began its work
in Santa Cruz, interviewing Vargas Salinas and Prado Salmon, and then moved to Vallegrande.
In addition, Argentine forensic doctor Alejandro Inchaurregui, founder of the Argentine Body
of Forensic Anthropology (Cuerpo Argentino de Antropologia Forense, CAAF), said he would
participate in the search for Guevara's body. CAAF specializes in exhumations of bodies of persons
disappeared for political reasons or victims of war crimes. The commission announced on Nov. 30
that they believe they have found the site of Che's burial and would begin digging within the next
couple days.
In Havana, Cuban government officials said they would not comment until the investigation in
Bolivia is finished. "The only ones who can give that information are the Bolivians," said a Cuban
diplomat when asked about locating Che's burial site. "We did not kill him and we did not bury
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55854
ISSN: 1060-4189

him." One of Che's children, Aleida Guevara, a doctor in Havana, said in an interview with a Buenos
Aires radio station that she and other family members still have doubts about the claim. "To think
again about all that he suffered in the final days is very difficult," said Guevara. "When my dad died
I was barely six...and I remember those days with a lot of pain, more than anything for the suffering
of my mother." But she also said she is comforted knowing that the revolutionary leader "lives
on in many people, and the best is that, 28 years after his killing, he is still giving his own killers a
headache."
Guevara said her father's wish was to be buried wherever he died. "The general consensus of his
children is to comply with what he would have wanted," said Guevara. "He said, 'Wherever I fall,
that's where I stay.'" That is what villagers in Vallegrande are hoping for. While mayor Hoover
Cabrera said they will not fight to prevent the removal of Che's remains, they will ask the family to
allow them "the honor" of keeping Guevara's grave in their town. And, in the nearby hamlet of La
Higuera, the school where Che was executed has become a sort of shrine where the people from the
area venerate "San Ernesto de La Higuera."
According to villagers, Guevara is revered and even considered a saint who performs miracles. "The
people sit here and pray, asking the spirit of Che for grace," said Rene Villegas, a local resident.
"That's why we call him San Ernesto de La Higuera. These simple people know that he fought for
the poor and they generally ask for his help to maintain their health, find something they lost, or
have a good harvest in the community." (Sources: New York Times, 11/21/95; Inter Press Service,
11/22/95, 11/24/95, 11/25/95; United Press International, 11/24/95, 11/25/95; Agence France-Presse,
11/21/95, 11/26/95, 11/27-29/95; Reuter, 11/21-24/95, 11/30/95)
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